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85 Domestic Manufacturing: The Nail Shop

Before the Industrial Revolution most manufactured goods
were produced in homes by families who worked together. The
working place was in the home itself or in a small workshop

located nearby. This was called the domestic system.

Outstanding examples of British do-
mestic industries in the 1700s and early
1800’s were the woollen textile, framework
knitting, hand-loom weaving and the met-
alworking industries. Nailmaking shops,
like the one shown in this picture, remained
a domestic industry until the 1860’s and
the same was true of many other metal-
working trades.

Nailmaking involved several steps. The
iron rod had to be heated in the forge and
the end hammered to form the point. The
nail then had to be cut off the rod; it was
then reheated and the head formed by
more hammering. After the nail was
shaped, it had to be quenched in cold
water to temper it. This made the nail
strong enough to withstand being ham-
mered into wood. Often each member of
the family old enough to work learned the
entire manufacturing process. Families
were paid by the piece, for what they pro-
duced each week, rather than by the hour.

Since each family industry was small, it needed the help of a merchant who
had the necessary wealth and experience to finance and organize things.
Merchants provided the raw materials and collected and sold the products.
They frequently owned not only the raw materials and the products of the
domestic manufacturers, but also their equipment and homes. Since the prices
paid to domestic workers were also set by the merchants, their control over
domestic workers could be almost complete. In good times the domestic
workers had some freedom. A common practice was called “keeping Saint
Monday,” in which they took Monday (and perhaps Tuesday) off and

crammed the week’s work into the next four days.

Domestic industry was widely distributed to serve the majority of the people
who, until the Industrial Revolution, lived in small towns and on farms. It
existed in the countryside, in close relationship with rural society. Before the
building of railways and canals, the domestic system was well suited to the
small communities and primitive transportation conditions of pre-industrial
Britain.
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87 Transformation of the Cotton Industry

The cotton industry was well suited to mechanization: it could be divided
into well-defined processes; cotton fibre was strong and consistent enough to
adapt well to machine handling; demand for the product was sufficient to
support the cost of factory buildings and equipment. The story of the cotton
industry illustrated below helps to explain how there was an “explosion” of

inventions during the Industrial Revolution. The invention of a new machine
or technique improved only one step in a manufacturing process. This often
meant that the other processes were too slow or inefficient to keep up, so
industrialists were forced to seek ways of improving them. In turn, this
stimulated further inventions.

Eli Whitney invented \ Thecottonis

500 g a day could be

The carding machine could disen-
tangle or comb cotton fibres
many times faster than a
hand carder.

the “cotton gin” in beaten to re- DOMESTIC were required to looms became practical
1794. It could clean move dirtand keep up with one in 1806. They com-
25 kg of cotton in a soften the SYSTEM hand-loom peted directly with
single day whereas only fibres. weaver. hand-loom weavers,

cleaned by hand. Carding
separates Cotton
and strength- is sep-
ens the fibres. arated
The seeds are into
picked out of strands by
the cotton. hand.

Five spinners Steam-powered

who soon found them-
selves out of work. Two
power looms could be run
/by one unskilled person and
could produce 3.5 times as
much cloth as one hand-

loom weaver.

Cotton is
spun into fine
yarn using the
spinning wheel.
The “jenny” was in-
vented in 1765 and

could hold many spindles
at the same time.

After Samuel Crompton invented the “mule” in 1779, more

FACTORY

In the factory, carding and
roving could be done by one machine. Roving is the
process whereby the loose cotton cord is given a light twist
to make the fibres more compact and stronger so they can

be spun by machine.

and more spinning was done in factories using steam-
powered engines. The mule could spin very strong
yarn, yet keep it as fine as the jenny could. The

mule could spin 200 times faster than the

spinner at a spinning wheel.

SYSTEM
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